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Western sociology generally assigns women the class position of their 
fathers or husbands on the assumption that the male monopoly over productive 
forces makes women dependent upon men. Women are members of the working class 
because they depend on the wages of male workers. This approach assumes women 
automatically take on the class position of their male protectors, and 
therefore adopt the class consciousness and class action of their protectors 
as well. I 
In Africa, this approach seems nowhere more applicable than among the 
wives of Zambian copper miners. Brought to the mines in order to help 
guarantee a low-cost, stable and productive African labor force, a woman's 
very presence in the mine compounds depended upon her attachment to a 
mineworker, whether legal or illegal. Women spent most of their day ensuring 
the daily reproduction of labor. As with their husbands, capital-labor 
relations defined much of their lives. As one would expect, African women in 
the mine townships steadfastly supported their men in strikes against 
management. Thus, on the surface, the African women in copper mining areas 
seemed truly working class wives. 
And yet, a closer look at these women reveals anomalies which have 
important implications for the class analysis of women on the Copperbelt and 
elsewhere. While willing to engage in class struggle against capital, these 
women also struggled against their male "protectors." African wives in 
copper-mining areas, like most wives in the industrial world, had no legally 
binding right to their husbands' wages. This was particularly true on the 
Copperbelt, where housing and food ( until the mid-195Os) were supplied by the 
mining companies. Many miners considered their wages their own, exp.ecting 
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wives to support themselves and the children in whatever manner they could. As 
a result, although the potential prosperity of women on the Copperbelt 
depended on their husbands' wages, higher wages alone did not guarantee a 
woman's financial position. Consequently, while women supported worker 
struggles against capital, and even confronted management directly over issues 
like food and housing, women on the Copperbel t also adopted an impressive 
number of strategies to ensure their own position, strategies that pitted 
gender against gender, and. even occasionally transcended class lines. This 
chapter will examine these gender-specific strategies and their implications 
for the class analysis of women in the copper mining areas during the colonial 
period. 
Women in the Mine Compounds 
When the copper mining companies in the Northern Rhodesian Copperbelt 
began construction of the mines in 1926,2 they faced a shortage of black 
labor, particularly experienced labor. The Copperbelt mines competed for this 
labor with Union Miniere du Haut Katanga (UMHK) in Katanga, and Broken Hill in 
Northern Rhodesia, as well as the higher paying mines in Southern Rhodesia and 
South Africa. Unlike employers in the rest of Southern Africa, both UMHK and 
Broken Hill permitted miners to bring their wives and children to the mines. 
This was a very popular policy, 3 and as a result, the Copperbelt mines had to 
permit some married workers on the Copperbelt in order to compete for black 
labor. This was especially true at Roan Antelope Copper Mine (RACM), which 
needed a higher component of skilled labor to mine Roan's less accessible ore. 
As the Roan compound manager stated, "in the early days it was practically 
impossible to get labor, and so when a native offered himself for work, we 
were only too pleased to take them together with their wives and families. 114 
Initially the copper companies were reluctant to encourage married 
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labor; they resented the cost of housing and feeding women and children.5 
Anglo-American, with its South African tradition of migrant labor, 
particularly tried to limit the percentage of married workers. However, by 
1943, even Scrivener, the compound manager at Anglo-American's Rhokana mine, 
admitted that "the married employee is undoubtedly more contented than the 
single, he is better fed, looked after and clothed and has the rudiments of a 
sense of responsibility which tends to make him a more stable and efficient 
worker.6 Married workers averaged thirty tickets (a month's work), compared to 
the twelve tickets for single men. By 1944, compound managers on all the 
Copperbelt mines agreed that the greater stability and productivity of married 
labor more than made up for the extra costs. And in that year, a Northern 
Rhodesia Chamber of Mines (NRCM) memo stated that, "Everything points to the 
desirability of setting and maintaining married strengths at the highest 
figure. 117 
As the mining companies began to recognize the profitability of a more 
skilled stable black work force, they became increasingly committed to married 
labor. 8 As a result, both the percentage of married workers and the average 
length of employment of black miners rose steadily throughout the colonial 
period. In 1931, some 30 percent of the mine employees lived with their wives 
at the mines. At Rhokana, 42.8 percent of the miners were married in 1946, 46 
percent in 1951, 69.4 percent in 1956 and 82 percent in 1961. At Mufulira, 
57.3 percent were married in 1946, 62.1 percent in 1951, 73 percent in 1956 
and 71 percent in 1961.9 The labor turnover rate fell accordingly. In 1938, 
34.7 percent of Roan's work force (6,884 men), 22.2 percent of Mufulira's work 
force (5,024), and 26.6 percent of Rhokana's work force (7,030 men) had been 
employed on the mines for over two years.IO In 1951, about half of 8,426 
workers at Roan had worked two years or longer, and 2,321 had worked over four 
years.ll In 1952, the turnover rate for black miners in the Northern Rhodesian 
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copper industry was 60.1 percent. By 1959, that figure had fallen to 27.9 
percent, and by 1944, to 8.3 percent, even lower than that of European 
labor .12 
If anything, these figures underestimate the degree of stabilization on 
the Copperbelt. Many miners worked at a number of mines without returning 
home, thus appearing on company records as short-term employees while actually 
living for long periods in the Copperbelt. As one missionary noted in 1938, "I 
suspect that unwittingly or wittingly, the mines are badly misled on the 
subject of the temporariness of their employees by the way they move from one 
camp or company to another."13 This seems to have b7en particularly· true of 
the women on the Copperbelt, many of whom did not want to return to the rural 
areas. Saffery, a labor department researcher, reached a similar conclusion. 
In 1943 he discovered that 33 percent of the women living in Nkana mine 
township had been there for three years or more, and many had not visited home 
since moving to _the rural areas• 14 This trend continued throughout the 
colonial period. 
Government Policy: Women in the Mine Compounds 
The Northern Rhodesian government was less willing than the mining 
companies to encourage women in the mine compounds. The government relied on 
chiefs in the rural areas to maintain order, especially during the financially 
constrained years before 1949. Throughout the colonial period, the chiefs 
compiained bitterly about women running away to find a man or engage in 
·prostitution on the Copperbelt. The chiefs feared losing their authority over 
women, and thus an important lever over young men. They wanted traditional 
laws enforced in the urban areas, and all unmarried women collected and sent 
home .15 
In order to help the chiefs, Northern Rhodesian officials tried to 
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control the movement of African women into the urban areas. In 1930, the newly 
established Native Authorities were given the right to issue marriage 
certificates, and after 1939, women without valid certificates, or permission 
from their chief to visit the urban areas, were removed at check points along 
the major bus routes into the Copperbelt. 16 The government also encouraged 
chiefs to visit the mines in order to pressure unmarried women and children 
under twelve to return home. Government officials urged the mines to cooperate 
by only permitting registered wives and female guests in the mine compounds.17 
In 1938, the government set up Urban African Courts in order to increase 
chiefly control over urban Africans. Judges were appointed by the chiefs of 
the various tribes on the Copperbelt. They spent much of their time (about 70 
percent) on matrimonial cases, trying to enforce traditional norms and improve 
marital stability. The courts began handling registration of urban marriages, 
which involved sending a certificate of marriage to the village of the 
proposed wife to get permission from her elders. The courts discouraged 
intertribal marriages and supported a higher bride-price (which had to be 
returned upon divorce) to make divorce more expensive and therefore more 
difficult. Adultery was heavily fined, and quarreling couples were frequently 
ordered to reconcile rather than divorce, with the courts supplying 
traditional wisdom as a guideline for reconciliation. 18 
All this was particularly designed to increase the traditional 
authorities' control over African women in the urban areas. The courts opposed 
women coming alone to the Copperbelt without permission from their chiefs. 
They encouraged government and mine police to search the compounds for such 
women, fined them LlO and had them repatriated.19 A woman who had married 
three times was branded a prostitute, and banned from the Copperbelt. If a 
woman admitted commiting adultery, she had to pay a LS fine, was declared 
immoral, and therefore could claim no damages.20 
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The government also tried to limit female income in the urban areas on 
the assumption that African women should only be in town to support their men. 
Independent women were potential trouble-makers. Since beer brewing was a 
major source of money for African women, the government decided to limit it by 
establishing official beer halls in the early 1930s. They declared beer 
brewing illegal within three miles of the mine compounds. Profits from the 
beer halls paid for welfare and recreational schemes designed to maintain 
order in the urban areas at minimal cost. 21 
On a more general level, the government opposed the establishment of a 
permanent urban African population in the Copperbelt or anywhere in Northern 
Rhodesia. While some stabilization was accepted as inevitable, it was not 
encouraged. Government officials wanted Africans to remain tied to the rural 
economy in order to protect the system of indirect rule. Except for the 
encouragement of a small African middle class during Federation (1953-1964), 
this continued as gover~ment policy until independence in 1964. 22 
Company Policy: Women on the Copperbelt 
While concerned to maintain good relations with government, the mining 
companies were determined to protect their profit margins as well. To placate 
government while maintaining a stable labor force, the mines adopted a policy 
of stabilization without urbanization. They pressed long-term workers to make 
regular visits home, and to retire in the rural area. In this manner, the 
companies hoped to maintain a cheap, reliable labor force without creating a 
permanent African urban population.23 
The mines refused to repatriate women, but did agree to encourage 
traditional control over marriages in the mine compounds. Initially a woman 
only had to live with a man for a week and cook his food to be recognized as a 
wife. 24 However, in 1944 the mines agreed to follow the recommendations of the 
7 
African Regional Council and the Northern Rhodesian Government (NRG), and 
began asking African employees to produce marriage certificates from rural 
authorities before granting them married accommodations.ZS Some compound 
managers would not let a man register another wife until three months after a 
divorce. Management hoped these regulations would discourage temporary 
alliances, and consequently urbanization, thus complementing their policy of 
stabilization without urbanization.26 
The mines also agreed to issue passes to women visiting the compounds. 
The compound managers were fairly lenient about these passes, believing that 
"a certain proportion of free women is healthy as a safeguard to legitimate 
wives." 27 However, the mine police did make regular sweeps through the 
compounds looking for unauthorized women, who were then turned over to the 
government police. Evictions of all unauthorized persons increased in the 
1950s in an effort to isolate the miners from the tumult of African 
nationalist politics. 
Management also encouraged miners and their families to take marital 
problems to their tribal representatives (TRs) on the mines, a practice 
started at Roan. A representative was elected by members of each ethnic group 
-- one for every twenty-five people. In 1940, all the mines adopted the 
system. Although the Urban Native Courts handled serious marital cases, the 
TRs often settled small domestic disputes. They discouraged intertribal 
marriage, and advised couples to solve problems along traditional lines. Like 
their counterparts in the urban courts, the TRs wanted independent women who 
divorced frequently to be censured and returned to the rural areas.28 
Although reluctantly at first, the mines agreed to prohibit beer 
production in the compounds. The companies preferred the permit system, when 
different sections of the compound produced beer on a rotating basis. Drinking 
occurred in small groups and beer sales provided extra money for married 
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labor. Management recognized that beer production supplemented the marginal 
wage and rations offered married workers.29 However, the government used the 
beer hall profits to underwrite mine welfare work. This savings, along with 
government pressure, soon mollified management, and the mines began to enforce 
government beer hall regulations in the compound.30 
Programs for Women in the Mine Compounds 
After two major strikes in 1935 and 1940, the mining companies and the 
Northern Rhodesian Government recognized the need for greater control over the 
labor force. Unoccupied women sitting around the compounds appeared to be one 
of the major sources of trouble. In 1940, for instance, a short strike and 
near-riot had occurred at Chingola when a woman quarreled with a compound 
official in the food lines. 31 Prodded by colonial office and Northern 
Rhodesian officials, management at both Copperbelt companies decided to 
support programs to teach women useful skills which could stretch their 
husbands' meager wages while keeping them busy and out of mischief. The mines 
turned to the United Missions in the Copperbelt (UMCB), an ecumenical 
urban-based mission group concerned with the education and welfare of Africans 
on the Copperbelt. In 1936, the mission settled in Kitwe, and began welfare 
work among Copperbelt women.32 
The UMCB classes emphasized practical skills and Christian values. 
Classes were offered in hygiene, baby care, laundry work, sewing, knitting, 
cooking, and other domestic skills. While never reaching all the women in the 
compounds, the missionaries often had several hundred women in their classes. 
In 1944, the UMCB reported that "everywhere more women than we can teach came 
to be enrolled in handwork and domestic science classes ... 33 Classes were set 
up for those few women interested in learning to read and write English. Some 
of these women organized discussion groups as wel1.34 
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The mission workers kept in regular daily contact with their students. 
As one mission worker wrote, "much of the greatest value in our efforts is the 
influence we can exert by personal contacts and friendships helping to smooth 
out difficult relationships between husbands and wives, discussing with the 
women some of the problems of their lives, and occasionally having cases 
referred to us by the Boma for sympathetic dealing. "35 All of this advice, of 
course, was framed in traditional Christian terms, particularly marital 
fidelity and family stability. But it was also based on the belief that 
African women who accepted these values deserved support. 
After 1953, welfare services on the mines increased dramatically for all 
African workers. The establishment of Federation, high copper prices, and the 
end of wartime controls over copper, freed the mining companies to attack 
white labor. As a result, the companies began to replace some of the less 
skilled European miners with cheaper black labor. The mines thus became ever 
more committed to stabilization, and thus to services assisting adjustments to 
life in the mine compounds. The companies took over women's work, along with 
other welfare programs. Classes for women continued much as they had in the 
past, but in 1953 the TRs were voted out by the union, and so were no longer 
available to assist with marital problems. Consequently, social welfare case 
workers in the African Personnel Departments on the mines increasingly dealt 
with marital disputes.36 In the late 1950s, Roan Antelope Mining Company 
established a Citizens' Advice Bureau to handle problems, particularly 
domestic quarrels. Entirely run by Africans, the Citizens' Advice Bureau 
reported spectacular results in the reduction of divorce cases. Out of 525 
cases handled in the first six months, 472 couples reconciled.37 
The African Personnel Departments at each mine emphasized the importance 
of marital stability, fidelity, and frugality; they condemned prostitution and 
adultery. Personnel officers urged women in the mine compounds to be "proper 
wives," to respect their husbands, and to help make them healthy, contented 
workers. As the welfare supervisor at Rhokana put it, 
By changing their (Africans') norms and educating them to 
appreciate the necessity for health, hygiene, family discipline, 
and a rigid adherence to moral codes, and the rewards to be had 
from honest endeavor and self-help, we will aid them in developing 
a new culture, which, based on our ideology and concepts of 
Christianity and democracy, will be within their concepts of 
tribal social life and therefore understood and acceptable to 
them.38 
The wives of advancing (supervisory level) Africans received special 
attention to encourage loyalty and to prepare them for their rising status. As 
the Roan Welfare Supervisor, Dick Howie, said, "we contemplate a course 
especially designed for these women so that they will be able to keep apace to 
a small degree with the husband and more especially to introduce her to some 
form of budgeting and careful spending. "39 The companies wanted these women to 
adopt European living styles and behavior, both so they could fit into low-
density housing (formerly entirely European), and so they would provide a 
model of "correct" behavior for the wives of daily paid miners. Some of these 
women were trained in welfare work and became case workers in the mine African 
Personnel Departments -- a more direct attempt by management to influence 
behavior in the mine compounds.40 
Responses of the Women 
The colonial state and the mining companies clearly wanted the presence 
of African women in the urban areas only as long as it served their purposes. 
The state and the companies wanted African women in the mine compounds to be 
loyal working-class wives, to increase labor productivity while making minimal 
demands themselves. To achieve this, government and company officials tried to 
inculcate the values of thrift, obedience, and loyalty to one's husband. Above 
all, they opposed African women who could support themselves, who therefore 
could ignore government and company pressures, and who could cause disruption 
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among the miners. These officials agreed with rural African leaders that 
independent women belonged in their traditional homelands under the domination 
of male kinsmen and/or husbands. 
Did women accede to government and company concerns? Were they just a 
loyal support group for their men? On some levels one would have to say yes. 
Women in the mine compounds spent much of their time involved in the daily 
reproduction of labor -- feeding and caring for miners and their children. 
They spent long hours waiting in food lines, getting firewood, preparing 
meals, and using the various skills learned at the women's centers to stretch 
the family budget. They gardened to provide more food, and some cash, for the 
family. Often the gardens were a considerable distance from home, so tending 
them used up much of the day. As one informant recalled, 11 in those days, women 
were very busy."41 
The African women at the mines supported their men in the class 
struggle. They joined the early strikes, gathering food from the gardens, 
cooking food for the strikers, and cheering on the strike leaders. They 
attended trade union meetings after the establishment of the African 
Mineworkers' Union (AMWU) in 1949. Women recognized the antagonism between 
management and workers, and the importance of the strike weapon. In 1954, for 
example, some women at Luanshya started shouting at the assistant compound 
manager, Cook, and accused him of short-changing their mealie-meal. When Cook 
tried to dissuade them, the women refused to be appeased, claiming "No, no 
this is not good, that is why our husbands went on strike, because you and 
your fellow Europeans are very bad." Cook summoned an African trade union 
leader, Chapoloko, who failed to mollify them as well -- his first failure to 
address the people. He admitted, of course, that women were harder to convince 
than men, and advised Cook to leave. He would try to solve the problem through 
their husbands.42 
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When the companies tried to divide the black work force by creating a 
staff association in 1954, quite a number of the potential staff wives pushed 
their husbands back into the union. One man who returned to the union after 
joining the Mines African Salaried Staff Association (MASA), claimed that the 
staff association did nothing for him, but "another thing that is bad is that 
all people hate you as soon as they hear you are a member, even women. My wife 
used to quarrel with me for not attending union public meetings. She forced me 
to attend because all her friends were laughing at her, and saying that her 
husband was an informer."43 Since most welfare workers were staff employees, 
Women also stopped going to the welfare centers to protest against MASA.44 
Once the staff association was organized, the staff wives were alienated 
from other workers and their wives. The hostility between staff and daily paid 
miners spilled over into the lives of the women. They huddled together to 
avoid the ridicule and hostility of union supporters. Staff children were 
ostracized, 
Even if you were just buying some food you were called bamakobo 
(informer). There was a lot of nasty talking about it you see •••• 
It was very difficult. Even during the strikes, the mass of 
workers could go on strike while the staff were trying to control 
the masses and things like that. Sometimes you can get stoned. It 
was very hard to be an informer's wife. Even for children, you 
could see the children shouting at your child the same insults. It 
made the staff people keep to themselves. When you get together 
with the other staff wives you talk about the nasty things the 
other women are talking about you, and you comfort yourself.45 
Thus, as predicted by bourgeois sociology, in relations between classes, women 
on the Copperbelt largely reflected the class position of their husbands. 
However, the behavior of women in the mine compounds cannot be 
understood simply along class lines. The women often rejected male authority, 
and used a variety of strategies to protect themselves from male domination. 
Despite efforts by chiefs and government to keep women out of the urban areas, 
women continued to pour into the Copperbelt. They bribed bus drivers, walked 
around check points and got back on the bus. They went to "visit" relatives 
knowing full well they intended to stay in the urban areas. When police 
searched the compounds for unauthorized women, they conveniently 
"disappeared."46 
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Once in the urban areas, a woman had to find a "husband" in order to be 
a registered resident in the mine compounds, Initially this was relatively 
simple and temporary "Copperbelt marriages" flourished.47 Company and 
government efforts to stop illegal liaisons reduced the number of such unions, 
but did not stop them altogether. Some women found people to pose as relatives 
in order to get the urban courts to register their "marriage." Forged 
documents were common as well. Mine officials could sometimes be convinced to 
look the other way. Some men were able to live with two wives if one was 
properly registered.48 As late as 1964, the Roan Antelope town officer 
admitted that "anyone who could produce a 'wife' and some 'relatives' could 
get married housing. Also, many men, if their wife leaves, just find another. 
Often they remain in married quarters as a bachelor, or with a succession of 
girl friends. The only punishment is being sent to single quarters ••• , "49 
hardly a deterrent since that was where single men lived anyway. 
Wives living in the mine compounds faced new problems. While housing 
varied with a husband's job, women struggled with insufficient rationsSO and 
uncertain access to their husbands' earnings. The men controlled the money. 
The men didn't give enough money to the wife for food. A man does 
not contribute to school fees and food if his wife is working. 
Sometimes a second wife is taken and the money goes to the second 
wife. Also, sometimes the man drinks too much and spends money on 
drinking. There is no tradition of the woman getting a certain 
amount for food. The women had no say, If the women protested they 
would be beaten.SI 
Even wives of the more highly paid miners could not be assured of money. 
One woman with a rich husband told Epstein that "We just suffer as those who 
are married to poor people. Even when they are given sufficient sums of money, 
it is not every time and always that they are given the same amount of 
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money. "52 
Some women just resigned themselves to their powerlessness, and did the 
best they could. "The traditional woman especially kept quiet, even if her 
husband shouted at her. If she gets beaten, she would keep quiet. "53 Most had 
little gardens around the house to help with food. Neighboring women became a 
source of comfort and assistance. Epstein discovered that women in Ndola 
looked first to their next-door neighbor for help. Similar patterns existed 10 
the mine townships. Women cooked together, borrowed from each other, and even 
ate together. They discussed family problems, and offered each other advice 
and support. Neighborhood solidarity emerged around a common concern for 
children and each other.54 While difficult to measure, these ties undoubtedly 
eased life for many women in the mine compounds. 
However the insecurity of life in the mine compounds drove many women to 
new forms of action. They took up the new opportunities to make money in the 
compounds. Beer brewing, initially legal, continued illegally. Mine officials 
complained of constant illegal brewing, and sent the mine police on regular 
sweeps through the compounds to arrest offenders.55 Despite the hazards of 
being caught, fined, and even jailed, beer brewing flourished. Beer production 
was easy to do at home. Home brewed beer was popular, and a woman could 
sometimes make as much in one beer brew as their husband's monthly pay 
check.56 In the 1950s, only 7s/6d worth of ingredients could be sold the next 
day for about fifteen shillings.57 Thus, beer production remained a good quick 
method for raising cash among African women, and continued to flourish despite 
opposition. 
Women sold their domestic skills for money as well. Gardening supplied 
food for the family, but excess produce was often sold for cash. In 1934, 
women at Roan sold the company more than 600,000 pounds of vegatables for 
LlOOO. After 1935, the government insisted the number of plots be reduced 
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because they were supporting unemployed Africans, but some gardening 
continued.SB Firewood was also an easy item to sell. Some married women 
prepared meals for single miners for a small fee.59 Skills learned at the 
women's centers could be used to earn a living. UMCB and company welfare 
workers encouraged women to put their newly developed skills to practical use, 
on the assumption that economic independence would cut down on prostitution. 
In 1956 Rhokana even set up a "Polley' s Shop" with sewing machines available 
"for women with no visible means of support."60 While exact figures are not 
available, informants agreed that the sale and or barter of handicrafts was a 
common income source for women in the mine compounds.61 
Women also picked up money gambling. In the 1940s, elders complained 
about women wasting their time gambling in the compounds. In 1948, the tribal 
representatives reported complaints that "women were spending most of their 
cooking time and money in bead gambling." They asked the compound manager to 
arrest anyone playing that game or gambling with cards. The compound manager 
reported that the mine police had been told to bring any women caught gambling 
to the office.62 Whether these efforts halted gambling is unclear, but this 
was obviously one more strategy for obtaining income. 
Women also sold sexual services for money. Most prostitutes were single 
women. Before passes became mandatory in 1944, easy access to the mine 
compounds made prostitution a profitable business. The compound managers 
accepted the need for some "loose women" in the single quarters to keep miners 
happy. Prostitutes earned about 2s.6d to Ss. per encounter.63 The women were 
often ruthlessly business-like. In 1941, a UMCB missionary reported that "on 
several occasions I have seen a girl of 14 or 15 drag out a man who refused to 
pay her so that he can be jeered at by the whole compound. "64 Even after pass 
regulations tightened, prostitution continued. Women charged with being 
unauthorized persons were fined 5s/ or 10s/-. They could return to the 
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compounds and earn that in a single night,65 Occasionally men became involved. 
In Chingola, for instance, a special grade miner earned money off five Kasai 
prostitutes who worked from his three-room house.66 But such pimping was the 
exception rather than the rule. Most women controlled their income from 
prostitution, which undoubtedly enhanced the profession's attractiveness, 
Many of these women sold domestic as well as sexual services to single 
miners. They cleaned a man's clothes and room, prepared special meals, and 
even accompanied him to the beer hall. Some seem to have developed regular 
relationships,67 Even with pass regulations, women were generally able to stay 
in the single quarter. In the 1950s, a UMCB missionary recalled that most 
single men had women in their quarters. She drove through the Chingola singles 
quarters to get to her office. 
During the day I don't know what they did with all these town 
women. They must have clustered together into a few huts where it 
wasn't illegal for them to be, but in the evening time every house 
had a woman or two cooking in front of the house. Gabbitas (the 
compound manager) ignored it because I think he knew these men 
were not willing to stay there without female help with cleaning 
and cooking. 68 
Sexual favors provided income for some married women as well. Adultery 
was so common in the 1930s, elders at Roan rejected a compound dance hall 
"because it would encourage immorality by wives whose husbands worked during 
the dances, "69 Adultery remained commonplace in the 1950s. Sexual intercourse, 
or "playing" as it was known, enabled married women to obtain bi ts of cash and. 
presents. Sometimes husbands even encouraged adultery so they could reap the 
profits from a claim for damages,70 As Anna Mwamba told Epstein in 1953, 
"Those who normally commit adultery are those who lack money to buy clothes 
and other things which are necessary to a woman, ••• Other women who are likely 
to commit adultery are those who are too much fond of money and particularly 
those who have no children." This person alsq claimed that "If it were not for 
the giving of money to adultery, there would not be adultery." Anna admitted 
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that even more affluent wives sold sexual favors. "Every time they are given 
less (money from their husbands), they always feel like filling their pockets 
by some unethical ways."71 Clearly, adultery was one more way women could, and 
did, earn money in the mine compounds. 
A few African women in the mine compounds obtained regular jobs in the 
welfare centers and hospitals. While they were unwilling to work in European 
homes, welfare and hospital work was respected. Training schemes proliferated 
in the 1950s, and the number of African women employed by the mines increased 
dramatically.72 Sometimes these women earned as much as their husbands, which 
gave them a new independence. They could support themselves and their children 
if necessary, and some chose to do so. One informant claimed that 
many educated women I know ••• say we will leave a man, we have 
our own salary now, we can bring up our own children, we will do 
better without. Our old friend, Mrs. J. is an example. She left 
her husband. She went to the rural court to get their ruling on 
what was happening. They were kind to her and said there was no 
talking about going back (to her husband). She has brought both of 
her girls up herself.73 
Most women in the mine compounds still depended largely on their 
husbands' wages, a dependence which often led to conflict. Women soon adopted 
urban living standards, and pressed their men for clothes and other European 
goods. As early as 1934, a well-known anthropologist railed against the 
materialism on the Copperbelt, claiming that "the women on the mines feel they 
are living the life of princesses. "74 A few years later, Scrivener reported 
that the Africans at Rhokana "tend to copy the Europeans and with similar 
results, i.e., the women complain they have nothing to wear and the men 
grumble that the women spend all their money. "75 While undoubtedly an 
exaggeration, conflicts over money continued to plague male-female 
relationships in the mine townships. For example in 1958 a group of women in 
Chingola mine township agreed that "money spoils the relationship between 
husband and wife. The men never give us enough of their wages. Husbands take 
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away money they earn and spend it on beer. "76 Clearly, access to male wages 
remained a serious obstacle for women in the mine compounds. 
While much of the time women attempted individual solutions to money 
problems, women in the mine compounds displayed a remarkable ingenuity in the 
battle for their husbands' wages. They cajoled, bribed, and bullied their men, 
and when that didn't work, they turned to the authorities for help as well. 
Disgruntled wives asked tribal representatives to force their husbands to give 
them more money. The elders, who wanted to maintain marital stability and 
traditional authority, applied traditional rules of conduct in their advice. 
They assumed certain basic obligations for both husband and wife, and insisted 
that both sides carry these out. Of course, these obligations were somewhat 
altered by urban circumstances, especially in intertribal marriages, but the 
elders did at least pressure miners to give "responsible 11 wives some of their 
pay check, pressure which used to come from the woman's relatives.77 
After 1953, when the TRs were abolished, women in the mine compounds 
turned to the African personnel departments for assistance. Both African and 
European case workers believed miners should support their families, and were 
prepared to pressure miners into doing so. This was especially true after the 
mid-1950s, when malnutrition rose among the families of men on an inclusive 
wage (those who received money instead of rations).78 A routine developed for 
handling marital cases. At Roan, 
Mainly a woman would complain through someone below a changa 
changa (compound manager). They would come to me (a case worker), 
then Howie (in charge of welfare), and then to the compound 
manager if very serious. I would try to help. If there was no 
improvement after a period of time, then I would put it (the case) 
up the ladder. This gave women some recourse in the mines because 
the men were afraid of being fired.79 
Case workers called errant husbands in for lectures on familial 
responsibilities. Regular home visits monitor.ed the progress of problem cases, 
and husbands were warned that continued "irresponsibility" could lead to 
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dismissal -- a threat they took very seriously. While husbands could, and did, 
complain to case workers about their wives,80 most complaints came from women, 
no doubt because they had less access to wage labor. 
When elders or mine officials couldn't solve marital problems, women 
took their complaints to the urban courts. Like the TRs, court members 
expected miners to provide for their wives. The courts opposed easy divorce, 
and frequently forced couples to reconcile even when one party insisted on a 
divorce. For example, in one case a woman asked for a divorce because her 
husband didn't clothe her properly. The court refused to grant the divorce, 
demanded the couples reconcile, and assigned a government welfare officer to 
monitor the reconciliation. The court lectured the husband on responsible 
behavior and insisted that he take better care of his wife.Bl Although we do 
not have exact figures, women more than men seem to have sought redress for 
marital problems through the courts -- either to get a divorce or to demand 
better treatment. According to one witness, men just took another wife and 
neglected the first, hoping she would leave the urban areas of her own 
accord.82 
Changing partners was another time-honored avenue for self-improvement. 
Since only married women could be long-term residents of the mine compounds, 
women wanting to stay at the mines had to find another spouse. In the 1930s, 
this was an easy task. The ratio of men to women was two to one in Chingola, 
and roughly similar at other mines.83 There were plenty of opportunities to 
meet new partners in the compounds. Men and women socialized together at the 
beer halls, recreation centers, and other community events. Many marriages 
were temporary, and finding a new spouse was relatively easy. As a social 
welfare officer testified in 1935, "Even the older women are very much in 
demand. "84 Women recognized their bargaining power, and used it. One source 
even claimed that "when a husband fails to pay a woman after pay day, she 
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frequently goes on to another man. "85 While exact figures do not exist, the 
data suggest that changing partners was both common and easy -- so easy that 
in 1938 Agnes Frazer expressed the hope that Mr, Cross (leader of the UMCB) 
"will eliminate his expression of producing 'progressive wives' -- it sounds 
like a game of frequently changing partners -- a danger that is only too real 
here."86 
Despite efforts by the urban courts to encourage marital stability, 
changing partners continued to be a major source of upward mobility for women 
in the mine compounds. Changing mates may have slowed down after 1938, but it 
certainly did not cease. Opportunities to meet men remained high. Adultery 
flourished, often leading to divorce and remarriage.87 Marriage continued to 
define a woman's status for the most part, and "marrying up" was highly 
regarded. As one trade union leader's wife put it, "her first husband was not 
important. 11 She was glad to have "moved up. 11 Her present husband II is as 
important as the general manager is in this township. My husband (Nkoma) and 
Chapoloko, they rule you in this township. "88 While most women did not improve 
their lot as dramatically as Mrs. Nkoma, women in the mines did have a clear 
sense of their value to men, and they acted on that value. Women knew they did 
not have to patiently endure their husband's abuse, and in fact, were 
generally the initiators in divorce proceedings. As one woman told the urban 
court, she would not accept her husband's refusal to sleep with her while his 
other wife was pregnant. "She was still a young woman, and there were many men 
about, so she could not be troubled in this way. "89 This woman recognized her 
value on the Copperbelt marriage market and willingly abandoned marital 
security for the chance to improve her status through remarriage. The records 
suggest such behavior was the rule rather than the exception.90 
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Conclusion 
The Copperbelt case suggests that a "husband" or father's class position 
was an important determinant of women's consciousness in the mine compounds 
during the colonial period. Despite uncertain access to their "protectors'" 
wages, women in the mine compounds realized that higher wages for black miners 
at least potentially raised their living standards. The higher a man's wage, 
the more money a woman could hope to get. As a result, women wholeheartedly 
supported the struggle against capital. Many went to union meetings. During 
strikes they marched in picket lines, organized food and support services, and 
kept up morale. In some cases the women seemed more committed to the class 
struggle than their men. During conflict over the staff association, some 
wives forced reluctant husbands to remain loyal to the union. 
The position and privileges of the supervisory miners also affected 
their wives. The isolation of the staff miners isolated the wives as well. 
Women who had been active union supporters found themselves ostracized by 
former friends. Often against their wishes, staff wives drew apart from the 
wives of daily-paid miners. They clung to each other, focussing on the 
material benefits of supervisory status rather than the hostility of "jealous" 
neighbors. 
Women on the Copperbelt recognized the importance of class by their 
desire to marry up. The very fact that marrying an affluent man increased a 
woman's status reveals the importance of class in women's lives. Even women 
with their own income desired marriage, and agreed that marrying a "big man" 
was every woman's goal, including their own. Parents educated daughters, 
hoping they would marry an important man -- preferably a trade union leader, 
higher grade miner, or white collar worker. Women in the mine compounds 
understood the emerging class system in the urban areas, and the link between 
their status and that of their "husband"; they acted on that knowledge by 
22 
seeking the best available "bargain" in the marriage market. 
However, class alone cannot explain women's behavior on the Copperbelt. 
Women recognized a common vulnerability to men which transcended classs lines. 
No rules guaranteed women a share of their mates' wages. Affluent or poor, a 
wife still largely depended on her husband's generosity for survival. Rarely 
able to put traditional kin group pressure on their husbands, women turned to 
elders, welfare officers, urban courts, church leaders and other supporters. 
They ignored class lines, seeking out the very people they fought against 
during strikes, If management would help get money from their husbands, women 
willingly cooperated with them. Thus, at times, the battle between the sexes 
eclipsed the class struggle on the Copperbelt, 
Women also protected themselves by seeking their own income. As we have 
seen, women in the mine compounds developed a remarkable variety of skills to 
obtain income. They brewed and sold beer, grew extra food, sold domestic 
services to single men and used skills learned in the welfare centers to make 
marketable handicrafts. Married and single women sold sexual services to 
miners, both on a short-term and long-term basis. When a man failed to reward 
a woman for her services, she usually looked around for a more generous 
partner -- not a difficult undertaking given the ratio of men to women on the 
Copperbelt. 
Women also cooperated with each other in the urban areas. They helped 
one another get to the Copperbelt, Once there, they supplied support and 
assistance. Neighbors helped each other out with food, child care, and other 
services. They cooperated in the gardens, covered each other's illegal beer 
brewing, taught one another skills learned at the welfare centers, and 
generally supplied a back-up system which eased the uncertainties of life in 
the mine compounds. While we cannot quantify the impact of these informal 
support networks, they clearly offered important alternatives to women in the 
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mines, alternatives which freed women to some extent from their dependence on 
men. 
We need more research into the economic activities and informal networks 
among women in the Copperbelt and elsewhere. Dependence on men, both economic 
and psychological, inhibited formal organization among women in the mine 
compounds. Even women .who recognized the need to organize assumed an all-
female organization would fai 1. As Anna Mwamba stated in 1953, "Even if we had 
a strong organization as women, I don't see how this can·last because our 
strength is vested in our husbands, the men. "91 Indeed as long as women 
continued to need male protection, a man's class position remained the key to 
a woman's prosperity, Improving oneself depended on individual solutions --
finding a richer man, or pressuring a man to be more generous. Collective 
action was ineffective and consequently the demands of men cut into women's 
commitment to female-oriented organizations. The battle between the sexes 
could be carried out with great ingenuity and determination, but women's 
identity remained linked to men as long as women could not support themselves 
economically and psychologically. On the Copperbelt, independent economic 
activity and informal networks among women at least began to challenge male 
dominance in the mine compounds during the colonial period. Although only 
partially successful, women on the Copperbelt doggedly and often successfully 
sought ways to increase their autonomy. This is a tradition we need to know 
more about, to illuminate both the past and the future. 
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